Is Social Services Policy Based on Constraints, Ideology or Politics?  by Menachem, Shula
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  209 ( 2015 )  490 – 496 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of ERD 2015
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.11.277 
ScienceDirect
International conference “Education, Reflection, Development”, ERD 2015, 3-4 July 2015, 
Cluj-Napoca, Romania
Is social services policy based on constraints, ideology or politics?
Shula Menachem*
Director of Social Services Department,Municipality of Karmiel Israel
Chair of the Local Municipalities Social Services Director Organization in Israel
100 kk"l st KARMIEL 21100 ISRAEL 
Abstract
The process of devising policy is challenging and demands in-depth study of the current era, since the era characterized by strong
global economic influences, worldwide aging population, longevity and longer life expectancy, changing work markets, 
migration, technological and communications developments, mobility and transportation. This reality raises questions such as: to 
what extent should worldviews, ideologies and values dictate policy in light of the constant changes and global implications of 
what happens in each country?
This article will try to suggest a new point of view on the discussion of the factors that mostly influence policy making or policy 
changing.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction
The relevant literature in the field of policy generally addresses preferences, choices between options and taking 
decisions with regard to all walks of life. This leads to the idea that abstaining from taking decisions on a certain 
subject, is a choice that reflects policy (Aviram, Gal & Katan, 2007). In the last 40 years, the research in this field 
has developed impressively and included a wide range of issues and theories. Social policy research was influenced 
by the worldview of British research pioneers, led by Titmuss, who believed that social policy reflects the 
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commitment of the whole to intervene for the benefit of the weak and saw, the modern welfare state as an expression 
of feelings of social solidarity (Gal, 2004).
2. Social Policy
"Social Policy"- is a concept that includes dealing with different aspects of social services that include many and 
varied areas of activity (Gal & Gal, 2011) that the reason why the discussions in the literature and research about the 
definition of the concept of social policy is long and not necessarily clear.
The proposed definition pertains to a defined and continuous complex of ideas, assumptions and laws which 
define the responsibility of various government factors to allocating social resources in the field of social welfare. It 
deals with people's welfare and coping with social problems. Welfare policy expresses the governing authorities' 
choice and preferences in acting for the residents' well-being in the areas of education, health, welfare, housing, 
social security, employment and personal welfare services (Weiss-Gal, I. & Gal, 2011). In other words, social policy 
is regarded as a process that integrates values and moral and political issues.
Titmuss, who is regarded as the father of policy research and writing, noted that a definition of the concept 
"policy" hints at change, in that it contains principles of government action, directed at specified goals, dealing with 
ways and means of achieving them. He spoke about changing a situation, system, behavior or practice. According to 
this approach, the concept of policy only has meaning if there is a belief that change can take place (Titmus, 1974).
Another definition of social policy reads, "Social policy explores the social, political, ideological and institutional 
context within which welfare is produced, distributed and consumed" (Alock, Erskine&May, 2003).
This definition depicts the political, ideological and institutional aspects as built-in to the concept "welfare 
policy", which are expressed in the way services are developed, distributed and consumed by the public.
From these definitions we can learn that policy is a planned government action that intervenes in the life of
individuals and society with the goal of improving residents' quality of life. Social policy is based on moral values 
on the one hand, and economic-social considerations on the other; it expresses a desire for social solidarity.
To examine the question discussed in this article, meaning what social policy depends on, we will present a 
theoretical framework that sheds light on different angles of the discussion of the role of politics, ideology and 
external pressures in the making of social policy. 
Within the framework of social science research, four central groups of theoretical approaches can be identified 
(Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2011; Stark, 2006). The importance of this review is significant as it constructs a type of 
theoretical framework for understanding decision making processes in policy formulation, the powers that influence 
these processes, influential components, participating players and sometimes even whether policy implementation 
will be successful.
x The first group of theoretical approaches are the functional/neo functional approaches: these connect between 
welfare policy development and many socio-economic characteristics and pressures, such as: globalization 
processes, demographic changes, aging populations, widespread migration and more. (Rationale of 
industrialization approach - Wilensky, 1975; Post-industrial society approach – Myles & Quadango, 2002; Neo-
Marxist approach - O'Connor, 1973; Demographic changes - Peleg, 2006). According to these approaches, states 
must be examined in light of both external and internal social and economic changes, and the scope of choice 
that exists in formulating appropriate policies is narrow and will generally include decisions to cut back welfare 
(Tanzi, 2002). Hence, functional approaches identify socio-demographic factors and pressures as the most 
influential in policy design and decision making, and since these are severe pressures, policy designers, who 
represent specific ideologies or world views, have only very limited freedom of action and choice.
x Political approaches/conflict theories: these approaches perceive political parties that participate in social policy 
design as highly significant, where in fact a political struggle over the allocation of resources exists. (Power 
resource model - Korpi, 1983; Civil society organizations - Hoefer, 2000; Whiteley &Winyard, 1987). Recent 
studies have claimed that political struggle has become marginalized in policy formulation, and pointed out that 
the division between left (social democrat) and conservative right (neo-liberalism) is not relevant today in an era 
of "new politics" in which we are witness to a reduction in trade union power and political party power (Pierson, 
1996). According to this approach, parties from the political left may have a "gentle" advantage in formulating 
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policies that cut back on welfare needs. The significance of today's power model is better expressed in the need 
to consider, when formulating policy, other actors and groups, outside political and party fields (Stark, 2000).
This approach sees the political element as the leading and dominant factor in policy formulation, where "new 
players" outside the field of politics, for example, third sector organizations, are widespread in today's era, and 
are an influential political power. According to this approach, politics does not represent the traditional right or 
left, but more how political influence and power operate in decision making.
x Idea focused approaches - meaning fundamental values and principles that underlie the approaches of policy 
makers and others involved in this process without any connection to political identity. The process operates 
under the public's influence and agenda, defining and framing problems in ways that will led to action. 
According to this approach, the process of defining problems and ways of dealing with them, is the key 
component and also explains success or not of policy implementation (Beland, 2005). Therefore these 
approaches speak about the concept of "policy learning", a process whereby it is recommended that countries 
should learn from one another, whether it is from the successes or failures of policies (Stark, 2006). This 
approach suggests seeing ideology as the defining influence on welfare policy formulation. Accordingly, 
ideology trumps politics, parties and external pressures, and successfully unites policy makers from different 
parties and streams around common ideological ideas and translates them into policy.
x Institutional approaches - approaches that emphasize the institutional link between policy decisions and 
interactions between the wills of those who are participants in the process, ideas, influential social and economic 
factors and the institutional frameworks in which they will be implemented (Torfing, 2001, Bonoli, 2001). Two 
main types of organizations are found in these approaches: political institutions - the general political player such 
as: legislature, judiciary, presidents etc., and the second being a country's welfare institution - that reflect the 
welfare regime on questions such as: universal versus selective services, services in kind versus benefit 
payments, how services are provided - by the state or private sector, etc (Stark, 2006, Esping-Anderson, 1990). 
In fact, the institutional approach places equal weight on political, ideological and external pressure components, 
and even perceives a system of interdependencies between them and their influence on welfare policy 
formulation. The significance of institutional approached, where policy promotion and development are only 
possible by joining forces and considering political powers, ideology and external pressures that exist at the time 
policy is formulated.
An important contribution to the analysis of social policy is presented in a schematic model which includes three 
main prototypes of policy regimes: liberal, social-democratic and conservative (Esping-Anderson, 1990). The model 
classifies regimes based on modern European economy and reflects the structure of the dominant political and 
ideological powers (Doron, 1990). Despite the changes that have occurred over the years in the political structure, 
this model is still in use as a tool for comparative theoretical discussion of welfare state policies. The following table
presents a unique summary that integrates the main ideas in Esping-
Anderson's model (1990) and the components of policy as suggested by Wies-Gal & Gal (2011) in the discussion of 
welfare state research:
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Components of 
social policy Gal 
& Gal
Welfare regimes  - Esping-Anderson
Liberal Social-Democratic Conservative
Intervention 
Target
Weakened and poor groups
Selective services
The general population
Universal services
Social security programs.
Integration into work 
market
Resources 
provided by 
policy
Reduced resources
Pressure for returning to work 
market
Developing human capital; 
investment in education 
throughout life
High public expenditure 
for welfare
Framework of 
policy 
implementation
Service provision through 
private sector, not state
State provides services, 
maintains and reaffirms 
welfare policy
State and workers' union 
provide social security 
and payments
Policy premises Private free market; Hostility 
towards welfare states; 
Decreasing state's 
responsibility for its residents' 
welfare
Egalitarian distribution of 
resources; Reducing gaps 
and poverty
Preserving social strata 
and existing classes; not 
reducing inequality
Way of policy 
formulation
Limiting laws; eligibility tests; 
reduced budget; encouraging 
privatization
Support of welfare state; 
extensive laws; basic 
human rights
Political support; 
regulations; professional 
unions
Countries where 
regime applies
Anglo-saxon states: the United 
States, Great Britain, New 
Zealand
Scandinavia: Sweden, 
Norway, Netherlands
West Europe: France, 
Germany, Belgium, 
Austria
The proposed model presents three principle types of welfare regimes: liberal welfare regime; social-democratic
regime and conservative regime. This typology hints in fact that political and ideology views influence social policy 
decisions. In a position paper presented at a conference of Finance Ministers of the European Union and the Central 
European Bank, Professor Andre Sapir proposed a fourth example of a welfare regime, which exists, according to 
his approach, in southern Europe: Italy, Spain, Portugal and Greece. In this regime, the state has a limited role in 
developing and providing personal welfare services; the state does not operate welfare services; public welfare 
expenditure is low; welfare rights are not anchored in a uniform universal system; there ae great gaps and 
government insurance coverage in case of income loss is lacking.
This typology hints in fact that political and ideological views influence social policy decisions (Sapir 2005). The 
argument made by many welfare state researchers is that in all regime types and all governments with different 
political approaches, policy tends towards austerity and reductions, while embracing a neo-liberal political paradigm, 
which has taken a wide space in policy makers' political-economic thought. This paradigm believes in economic 
autonomy, lack of supervision and the belief that free action of market forces will provide solutions for social needs 
(Doron, 2003).The neo-liberal paradigm has developed and strengthened with the expansion of globalization, as aprt 
of the modern world's approach, which emphasizes values of human liberty, freedom of action, freedom of 
occupation, self- realization, entrepreneurship and independence, and consequently, a conflict was created with 
values respected in the past such as solidarity, government responsibility for the welfare of their residents, 
government involvement in allocating funds for weakened populations and so forth. 
The expeditious development of the "welfare state", in the world in generally and in Europe in particular, started 
at the end of World War II. The world perception on what the welfare state of that time was based on recognition of 
the state's responsibility for the welfare of its citizens and promise of a certain quality of life for them. Realizing this 
responsibility was carried out through broad social legislation, large financial expenditure on welfare, establishing 
and operating diverse social systems (Aviram, Gal & Katan, 2007). Most researchers agree that the "golden age" of 
state spending on welfare ended in the late 1970's, as a result of the first global oil crisis. Since then we are witnesses
to the start of a process curbing the development of the welfare state.
The pressure for policy change derives from a clash between political paradigms of the promise of welfare state 
services and a free market economy and increased national debt (Gilbert, 2005). On the one hand, there are a number 
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of components whose combination has led to intense pressure, and on the other hand, western countries have had to 
reexamine and reevaluate their welfare policy. The key components are:
x Demographic changes: aging population, increase divorce rates, decrease in birthrates, births outside marriage.
x Global economy: transfer of capital and work to cheap production areas, where profits are greater and migration 
rates are high because of work.
x Knowledge of unanticipated effects: disincentives to work, dependency traps.
x Belief in capitalism: rising faith in market economy, privatization
3. Globalization 
In the past few years, it is possible to find in literature addressing the issue of welfare policy, secondary 
discussions about the globalization phenomenon and its implications on the design of and/or changes in welfare 
policy. Globalization is defined as a process in which there is worldwide free transfer of goods, capital, knowledge, 
services and products (Korpi, 2003).In the discussion about the link between globalization, social politics and social 
policy, researchers are divided into two main schools of thought: one sees this phenomenon as an exciting and even 
blessed development that offers new opportunities, whilst the other sees globalization as an 'ominous shadow' - the 
embodiment of economic tyranny (Yeates, 2002).
Whichever, there is agreement that globalization plays a central role in the reduction of welfare expenditure and 
reevaluation of welfare policy. One can summarize by saying that the globalization process, in being worldwide, is 
driven by inertia of worldwide market forces, affects many areas of citizens' lives worldwide, and as such - forces 
policy makers to take this dominant presence into account, and to prepare for matching policies. The influence of 
globalization depends on policy makers' perspectives of the process, does it present opportunities or does it threaten. 
Either way, it is impossible to ignore the implications or expressions of globalization in policy making generally and 
welfare policy in particular.
On the other hand, there are other opinions that consider the place of social politics and policy in an era of 
globalization and believe that its effect on policy in general and social policy making in particular is overrated.
(Yeates, 1999). Although globalization weakens the economic and political circumstances on which welfare policy 
is founded and creates weighty external pressures that affect welfare resources, countries and local political forces 
still have a decisive role in formulating their worldview and local policies. Support for this approach can be found in 
the argument that the reason for changes in allocating resources to welfare and the need to reevaluate welfare policy 
in the western world derives from structural changes that have taken place in the countries themselves (increased 
numbers of elderly, single-parent families, female entrants into the work market, and more) and not necessarily the 
consequence of globalization.( Pierson 2001) .In other words: The impact of domestic pressure seems to 
overshadow the influence of economic globalization (Starke 2006).
Moreover, a new concept "New politics" was suggested to the debate, which means that the ideology of parties 
(left wing, right wing) is not relevant in shaping policy (Pierson 2001) .This idea stressed by the claim that both 
attempts of conservative governments in the United Kingdom by Margaret Thatcher and in the United States by
Ronald Reagan failed to meet their own expectations, during the policy of weakening the political foundations of the 
welfare state (Pierson 2001). 
A different approach claims that the debate on the relevance of political parties and ideas is still far from settled 
(Starke 2006). The role of the parties can be understood not on the ideology level, but more as handing over 
entitlements for some hard decisions such as cutting back. The ability of the government to set social policy and 
operate new reforms is based on its extent of control on the parliament (Bonoli, 2001). A strong coalition could 
enable large influence on the social services policy, whereas dependency on a few parties or veto options reduces the
ability to advance policy based on ideas.
4. Conclusion
The main literary review, which discusses formulation of welfare policy and factors that influence this process, 
shows that there is disagreement and difficulty in identifying one dominant factor that affects policy design. The 
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current era's characteristics of constant change make it even more difficult. If in the past, during the golden era of 
welfare policy, in the period following World War II, it was possible to identify 2-3 main streams of welfare policy, 
streams that derived from political regimes that were widespread then, today we are witness to an increase in 
positions, ideologies, values, parties in which it is impossible to find traditional political dichotomy, but groups and 
parties that draw their values and ideas from varied and different aspects of life.  It appears that globalization has 
spread not only economically and commercially, but intellectually, cogitatively and in world views. Global 
exposure and access to a myriad of examples, opinions, models and ideologies in the field of welfare, have led in 
fact to a new definition of political aspects as defined by Pierson as "new politics" (Pierson, 2001).
The significance is that statesmen and policy makers will have to pay attention to many different voices in and 
outside their parties, as well as to local and global moods. The policy arena and decision making processes have 
become a complex arena, in which players who are not necessarily from an elected regime, are not part of a ruling 
party or organization, are present and take part and policy makers will have to consider their positions when 
formulating policy.
All these assertions, lead to the conclusion that social services policy is not necessarily based on politics, partisan, 
ideology or agenda based on values.
It seems that constraints have the most powerful influence on shaping social services policy. Research shows that 
in any regime (left or right wing, liberal welfare regime, social-democratic regime, conservative regime), the leaders 
had to adjust the policy to the reality of globalization processes, demographic changes, aging population etc. 
Powerful leaders as Reagan and Thatcher, who believed that the welfare state was the source of social and economic 
problems instead of the solution, failed to cut back the welfare state, despite the drastic policy and actions they took 
(Starke 2006).
The ability to lead certain ideology-based policy is dependent on the strength of the government that rules and the 
extent of the support among the voters and large interest groups. In other words, establishing social policy involved 
both component of ideological, politics, partisan and values, but all these components would be "colored" by the 
constraints that would occur in a given time.
This conclusion raises more questions and issues, both in the practical and academic direction concerning policy 
in general, and in social policy in particular. Since the constraints have the most powerful influence on shaping 
social services policy, is there a way to bridle the other component (ideology, politics, parties) to serve and promote 
the  policy that are derived from the constraints?
Social services demand long term processes and knowing that policy is mostly influenced by domestic and 
external constraints, how can leaders set a long term policy strategic? Those were only two examples showing that 
this debate is far from being understood, and requires additional learning, research and discussion. 
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